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      The sound of the knock on her classroom door caused Lisa Mathers to look up from the papers she was grading. She closed her eyes, sighed, and reopened them. Grading papers was not exactly what she was doing. For the last ten minutes, she had stared at the papers and hoped a grade would magically appear on each one. Lisa should have eaten lunch, but she skipped it in favor of the papers. Now,  all she had to show for it was a stack of ungraded papers and a hungry stomach.

      The person knocked again. Lisa sent a small plea to the universe for the person to go away, but her please went unanswered.

      She didn’t have a scheduled meeting, but nothing stop the principal, other teachers, or parents from stopping by unannounced. Lisa shook her head. She didn’t need more activities or clubs dumped into her lap or another suggestion for improving tonight’s school dance. Because she was single, everyone assumed she had the time to sponsor any and every extracurricular activity created. She hated suggestions almost as much because, more often than not, the suggestions translated into more work for her on top of what was already on her list, especially when the suggestions came from the principal.

      The door opened and Ben Anderson entered. “Miss Mathers, can I talk to you?”

      “Hello, Ben. What do you want to talk about?” Lisa picked up the papers and turned them face-down in front of her. She strived to not have favorite students, and over the years had stuck to her rule, but from the first day she met Ben Anderson in her 8th grade English class, she tossed her policy out the window. Ben was polite to everyone. If someone needed help, he was the first person to lend a hand. Lisa hoped if she was blessed with children, they would be like him.

      Her stomach decided to growl.

      A frown marred Ben’s face. “Shouldn’t you be eating your lunch instead of grading papers?”

      She raised an eyebrow as she stared at Ben. “I don’t think you came here to talk about my lunch, did you?” Her cheeks grew warm.

      He shook his head. “No, but I’ve never seen you eat in the cafeteria with the other teachers, and I don’t see any food here. You shouldn’t skip meals.” He reached for his lunchbox, but stopped himself.

      “You don’t need to worry about me. I have something to eat. Now, what can I help you with?” She plastered on a smile as she thought about the protein bars in the back of the desk drawer. Her hatred of protein bars was an understatement. As a meal replacement, they did their job, especially when she forgot to bring a lunch, but they lacked in taste and texture. She was tired of trying to find one she like. “So, what’s the real reason you stopped by during your lunch?”

      Ben reached into his back pocket, pulled out a piece of paper, unfolded it, and handed it to her. “One of dad’s clients has a sick horse that has to be monitored, so he can’t chaperone the dance, but my Uncle David said he would chaperone. He has all the clearance stuff on file with the office because he chaperoned a science trip last month.”

      “I’ll put his name on the list. Tell your uncle the dance starts at 7:00 p.m., but the chaperones need to be at the gymnasium about twenty minutes early to help with any last minute stuff and be ready for the students who arrive early.” Lisa pulled a file out of the rack on her right and slipped the paper into it.

      Ben’s shoulders sagged. He let out the breath he was holding and smiled. “I’ll tell him. I’m going back to the cafeteria and eat my lunch. Don’t forget to eat your lunch.”

      “I’ll see you this evening.” She let her smile slip from her face after Ben left the room. Most adults told her not to eat, yet a child told her to eat.

      Lisa stared out the window. Her heart ached. She longed for a family of her own, which included a child who cared about others as Ben did, and a man who loved her for herself. Too many men saw her as a fat woman who they could make fun of or use for their pleasure and dispose of after they got what they wanted.

      Yeah, she attracted the wrong type of men.

      And she was tired of that.

      She was worth more. A lot more.

      But it had taken her years to realize it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      During her junior year of high school, she discovered the dark side of dieting and all the horrible things that happened when a person tried to force a body to be skinny when the body wasn’t designed to be thin. Her self-destructive dieting path ended the day she fainted in the middle of gym class. Even though it was a blessing in disguise, Lisa endured an embarrassing trip to the hospital, several sessions with an eating disorder counselor, and an angry but concerned mom and dad who could not understand her need to be skinny. When she returned to school, the other students whispered about her to each other behind their hands and binders.

      The whispers were worse than the outright bullying about her weight. With a lack of any real friends, Lisa retreated into books, writing, and drawing.

      It wasn’t until after college and a lot of work on her self-esteem, she discovered she liked her soft hourglass curves. Her shape reminded her of all the pin-up models from the forties and fifties, but in modern times, the curvy pin-up girl wasn’t the epitome of fashion. Eventually, she would find a man who appreciated her curves.

      Lisa hoped.

      She tried dating, but the men she was attracted to had issues. Most didn’t want to be seen with a curvy woman. According to them, she was too fat and too much of a slob for them to find her desirable. The rest of the men made her skin crawl. Something about their personalities was off.

      After all the horrid dates, Jerry Bleuchard walked into her life.

      Lisa shuddered at the memory.

      When they first met at Lisa’s favorite coffee shop, Jerry appeared thoughtful and caring. He complimented her on how she dressed and listened when she talked about her day. If she asked about his day, he told her about the escapades of his co-workers or about a project he prepared for a client.

      Lisa thought she had found the man of her dreams.

      In the month before their sixth month anniversary as a couple, something changed with Jerry. At first, it was complaints about the service at the restaurant where they dined. Later, he complained about his coworkers stealing stuff off of his desk, and he accused one co-worker of stealing his project, his commission, and his client who was worth millions.

      Warning bells rang in Lisa’s head, but she ignored them and decided stress caused Jerry to act the way he did.

      A couple of weeks later, Lisa met Jerry at her favorite restaurant. He ordered a rare steak along with the lobster and a large slice of the restaurant’s signature rich chocolate cake for dessert. She ordered her favorite shrimp pasta and a slice of chocolate brownie cheesecake.

      As she handed the waiter her menu, she felt someone staring at her. She looked around, but no one was watching her, no one except for Jerry.

      “Women of certain sizes shouldn’t eat pasta or sweets because all the carbs and sugars go straight to their hips and thighs.”

      “What are you saying?” Lisa stared at him.

      “You’re already carrying extra weight that’s unhealthy and makes you look bad. You don’t need to make it worse by eating all those carbs and sugars.” While she stared at him, stunned by his words, Jerry waved his hand.

      Their waiter appeared next to their table. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      “My date has changed her mind about her order.”

      The waiter raised an eyebrow as he turned to Lisa. “And what would you prefer?”

      Before she could say anything, Jerry cleared his throat, drawing the waiter’s attention back to him. “Instead of the shrimp pasta and cheesecake, she will have a garden salad with a lemon vinaigrette and no dessert.”

      “If I had wanted a salad, I would have ordered one.” She glared at him.

      Jerry looked at her. “But it’s what you need.”

      Lisa stared at Jerry. Who was this man? Where did the man she had been dating for the past few months go?

      She frowned as she thought about their past dates. The last time he said anything nice to her had been over a month ago. “You should eat the salad.” The people near their table stare at her. Embarrassed by Jerry’s behavior, Lisa grabbed her purse and left the restaurant.

      Several days later, she found a large wilted bouquet of roses in front of her apartment door. She stared at the sad mess. Petals littered the cement around the vase. Some of the sad roses had petals covered with brown spots.

      She couldn’t find a card, but she could guess who sent them.

      Jerry.

      He didn’t buy the roses. No self-respecting florists would have sold those sad flowers to anyone, not even at a huge discount.

      He must have found them by a dumpster behind the floral shop. At least, that’s where she hoped he got them, because the alternative place was too creepy to even consider.

      A shudder of horror rippled through her at the mere thought of taking flowers off of a grave, especially a fresh grave. No way would she bring graveyard flowers into her apartment. It didn’t help that the petals dropped off the flowers as she stared at them.

      Lisa unlocked the door and dropped her school bag inside. She shook her head as she closed and locked the door. How could anyone steal flowers from a cemetery?

      Lisa picked up the vase and carried the awkward bouquet to the dumpster. She left a trail of wilted and brown spotted petals behind her.

      What did I see in Jerry? Lisa shook her head and walked back to her apartment.

      Later that evening, Jerry called, but she ignored it, and let the call go to her voice mail. The last thing she wanted to hear was him brag about the flowers he bought her.

      The phone calls became more frequent as Jerry grew more desperate to talk to her.

      After three hours, Lisa gave in and answered her phone.

      “Why the hell didn’t you answer my call when I first called?” he yelled.

      Wincing, Lisa moved the phone away from her ear and stared at it.

      “Are you listening to me? I want to know why you didn’t answer my first call hours ago.”

      Like I owe you an explanation, she thought. “I’m sorry, but I was busy with chores and school papers. I forgot to turn off the silent mode on my phone.”

      “That’s not acceptable. I expect you to answer your phone on the first ring when I call you. I don’t care what you’re doing. It’s not important. I am the only thing important in your miserable life.”

      Lisa clenched her jaw. Anything she said would make his tirade worse.

      “Are you even listening to me? If I had known you were going to act this way, I wouldn’t have bothered buying flowers for you. I will pick you up at five tomorrow. I have reservations at the Brayson Grill. And I’m n not taking no for an answer.”

      She closed her eyes and counted to ten. “I have a meeting after school. I’ll have to meet you there.” She didn’t want him to pick her up, and she didn’t want to eat dinner with him, especially if Jerry acted the way he did last time. Honestly, she didn’t want to date him anymore.

      “You had better not stand me up.” Jerry hung up.

      Lisa stared at the phone and wondered how her love life had turned into this horrible fiasco.

      The next evening, she met Jerry at the Brayson Grill. It wasn’t the most fancy restaurant, but it was upscale and popular.

      Jerry did most of the talking during the meal. Lisa only spoke when she had to answer a question. At the end of the meal, the waiter brought Jerry their check.

      Jerry patted his pockets. “I forgot my wallet.”

      “You forgot your wallet.” Lisa blinked. “Did you leave it in your car?”

      Jerry shook his head. “I wouldn’t have left it in my car. It’s too easy for the valet to steal it. I was in a hurry to meet you. It’s still in my coat jacket at home.” Without opening the faux leather case containing the bill for their meal, he shoved it toward Lisa. “While you take care of this, I’ll get the valet to bring our cars to the front.”

      Lisa opened and closed her mouth twice. Jerry asked her to go out to dinner. He picked the restaurant. He didn’t make conversation with her. The few times he did speak, he talked at her and didn’t listen to any of her replies. And now, she watched him walk out of the restaurant, leaving her to pay for their meals. And, of course, he had picked the most expensive items on the menu.

      “Is there a problem?” asked the waiter.

      “No.” She pulled her wallet out of her purse. Lisa’s cheeks burned as she handed her credit card over to the waiter. It was possible Jerry forgot his wallet at home. But a little voice in the back of her head said Jerry did it on purpose.

      The waiter returned and handed her the receipt and her credit card. Lisa bit her lip when she looked at the amount with a tip included. She could have bought a week’s worth of groceries for what she spent on that meal. She signed and left the restaurant.

      Outside, she looked for Jerry, but he had disappeared. Lisa nodded to the valet and walked to her car.

      It was time for Jerry to go.

      A week later, Lisa’s phone rang. Jerry’s name flashed across the screen. “What do you want?”she asked.

      “I have a favor to ask.”

      “A favor? I don’t think that’s a good idea, especially after I told you I didn’t want to date you anymore.”

      Jerry cleared his throat. “I know you didn’t mean what you said. Besides, who else would want to date you? I’m in the parking lot in front of your building. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” He ended the call before Lisa could say yes or no.

      She stared at the phone. “What the hell?” The doorbell startled her. Jerry couldn’t have gotten to her apartment from the parking lot that fast. She looked out the peephole. Sure enough, Jerry stood outside of her door.

      “About time,” said Jerry as Lisa opened the door. He pushed his way past her.

      A large suitcase banged her knee, causing her to yelp. “Why do you have a suitcase?” She rubbed the bruised spot.

      He dropped the suitcase in the middle of the living room. “I’ve thought about it, and we need to take our relationship to the next level. I’m moving in with you.”

      Lisa stared at him. This wasn’t happening. She had to be experiencing a nightmare. “We don’t have a relationship.”

      “I knew you would be happy. I have the rest of my stuff in my car. You can help me carry it upstairs or you could call the building super and find out if he has someone who can carry the stuff upstairs. Afterwards, we’ll talk about the new company I want us to start.”

      Lisa shook her head. “No.”

      Jerry stopped and looked at her. “How do you know he doesn’t have anyone who can help? You haven’t even called him.”

      “I’m not calling him because you are not moving in with me.”

      “Why not? It’s not like you’re going to get a better deal.” He snorted. “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror?”

      “Are you insinuating I’m not good enough for anyone except you?”

      “Lisa, there’s nothing to be shamed about. You’re the overstuffed chair everyone wants to sit in while they’re shopping, but you’re not the beautiful loveseat they’re taking home.” He laughed. “No one wants the ugly chair.

      She grabbed his suitcase. “This overstuffed chair prefers being alone, and I don’t want a pompous jackass in my life.” She shoved the suitcase at him. “Get out and don’t come back.”

      “Why are you so upset? I thought you would be excited about me moving in with you.”

      “Do I look excited?” Lisa propped her hands on hips. “You need to leave and never come back. I don’t want you living with me, and I’m not helping you start a company. You are a different man than the one I first met. I don’t like you. I don’t want to date you. Jerry, you need to leave. Now!”

      Jerry’s face turned deep red. His eyes turned cold. “You owe me.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.” Her heart pounded in her chest.

      He took a step toward her. “You owe me for my time and
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